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Les Meader was born 12 January 1920 in Detroit, Michigan, but grew up from age 
seven in Columbia Heights, Minnesota.  He graduated from Columbia Heights High 
School in 1938.  Prior to military service, Les was married (1942, wife Doloris). 
In July 1943, Les was drafted into military service.  He entered the US Army 
Air Corps, and was trained as a gunner and assistant radio operator on B-17 Flying 
Fortress four-engine heavy bombers.  By late 1943, Les had been sent to England, 
and assigned to 463rd Bomb Squadron, 388th Bomb Group, part of the 8th Air Force. 
Les completed six bombing missions.  But on 5 November 1943, returning 
from a mission to Gelsenkirchen, Germany, Les’s B-17 was damaged by ground fire 
then attacked by German fighter aircraft.  The plane was shot down over German-
occupied Belgium; Les was among the crew that managed to bail out of the crippled 
airplane. 
After capture, Les first was interrogated at the central Dulag Luft facility and 
then sent to Stalag 17-B in Krems, Austria.  He remained here from December 1943 
to April 1945.  In late April, with Allied troops nearby, the Germans evacuated 17-B 
and marched the prisoners westward.  In early May, after eighteen days and nearly 
150 miles, the column of prisoners was liberated by American soldiers at the town 
of Braunau. 
Les and the other freed American POWs were evacuated, first to France and 
then the United States.  Les was discharged in July 1945.  Again a civilian, Les 
attended the University of Minnesota and trade school; he worked many years in 
sales for Chippewa Motor Freight Company, retiring in 1983. 
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Interview Key: 
T = Thomas Saylor 
L = Les Meader 
[text] = words added by editor, either for clarification or explanation 
(***) = words or phrase unclear 
NOTE: interview has been edited for clarity 
 
Tape 1, Side A.  Counter begins at 000. 
 
T: Today is Wednesday, 23 March 2005.  This is an interview for the Prisoner of War 
Oral History Project.  My name is Thomas Saylor.  Today I’m in Stillwater, 
Minnesota, speaking with Mr. Les Meader.  First, Les, on the record this time, thanks 
very much for taking time to participate today. 
 
L: You’re welcome. 
 
T: Information for the record: you were born on 12 January 1920 in Detroit, 
Michigan, but grew up in Columbia Heights, Minnesota.  Your folks moved here 
when you were age seven.  Graduated from Columbia Heights High School, class of 
1938. 
You were drafted into military service 1943, and entered the US Army Air 
Corps.  By the end of 1943 you were in England, flying with the 8th Air Force, 388th 
Bomb Group, 463rd Bomb Squadron.  And specifically, you were a left waist gunner 
and assistant radio operator on a B-17 Flying Fortress aircraft.  As a way of 
beginning, let me ask if you remember the first combat mission that you flew. 
 
(brief pause in interview) 
 
T: Let me ask about what was to be your seventh mission, and your final mission, on 
5 November 1943.  Why don’t you talk about getting ready for that mission?  What 
did you do specifically as a left waist gunner to get ready for that mission, or any 
mission? 
 
L: Of course, we went through training in the States.  San Antonio and Laredo, Texas, 
and all that sort of thing.  Clearwater, Florida, was where our Basic Training was.  
Which was kind of nice.  We flew practice missions, of course, in the United States.  
At the time, when you went overseas you were supposed to fly your own plane over.  
They didn’t have enough planes for that, so we had to go over by boat and landed 
at…I forget the name of the place we landed.  Went by boat to Nettleshall, where we 
had our base. 
 
T: On the morning of 5 November 1943, what did you do, specifically, to get ready 
for that mission? 
 
L: You get up early in the morning, that’s for sure.  You get awakened about three or 
four in the morning and you have—you don’t have K rations—you have a good egg 
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breakfast.  Eggs, bacon, whatever you do when you go on a mission.  Then you, as 
you know how they worked, you got out to your plane and checked equipment and 
so forth and tested everything.  Then you get into the air and the other bases and 
yourself go flying around until they all [the planes] get into the formations. 
 
T: That’s right.  You kind of circled around, don’t you? 
 
L: Yes.  You circled around until other air bases would join in with you and so forth.  
Our division is together, and you have a lead plane of your division, and a plane on 
either side, and a plane on the back.  You kind of went out on a triangle. 
 
T: By this time you had completed six missions.  Did you feel this was kind of getting 
to be old hat by now, or was every mission something to be nervous about? 
 
L: No.  You’re young, and you think nothing is going to happen to you anyway. 
 
T: Did you really think that? 
 
L: Oh, yes! (emphatically)  Right!  Right!  We had confidence that you were going to 
be all right.  You’re young.  Maybe when you’re older you wouldn’t be able to do that.  
I was one of the older people in the crew. 
 
T: You were twenty-three by that time. 
 
L: Yes.  But you always had a feeling that everything is going to be all right. 
 
T: Let me ask you.  You could look around you from your base and see the losses in 
crews.  Crews were getting shot down all the time. 
 
(1, A, 40) 
 
L: Right alongside of me. 
 
T: So how did you figure it wasn’t going to be you? 
 
L: I don’t know.  We had confidence in our pilot.  There’s something within you.  
Can’t happen to me.  I don’t know what that was.  I can’t explain it because that’s 
sort of a psychological deal.  You just didn’t think it was going to happen.  (pauses 
three seconds) When the one engine was shot out [on the 5 November mission], well, 
that made a little bit of difference (chuckles). 
 
T: Does that mean you didn’t get a kind of a feeling in the pit of your stomach before 
a mission?  Means you weren’t nervous or you just figured that— 
 
L: No.  You know, you fly over, you got that gathering thing.  You might be a little bit 
nervous, but you’re flying over and gathering things, and test firing your guns, and 
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all that sort of thing.  I suppose there’s trepidation there.  But, you know, you’re 
young and you think nothing can happen to you.  And you have full confidence in the 
pilot. 
 
T: Was your crew a pretty close group? 
 
L: Yes, we were pretty friendly.  I didn’t get as much training as some of them did, 
because I ended up in the hospital for a while. 
 
T: In the States here? 
 
L: Yes.  I ended up in the hospital, so I didn’t have as much training with that group 
as I wanted to.  In fact, I don’t know whether I would have been on another plane or 
not, but I was in the hospital for a while and then I got into this group. 
 




T: On that day of 5 November, walk us through what happens from your 
perspective, because you fly over the [English] Channel and you come to Belgium.  
What happens then? 
 
L: We were on our way to [the German city of] Gelsenkirchen [in the Ruhr industrial 
area].  Flak [anti-aircraft fire] hit our one engine and put it out and started on fire, 
and we had to feather the prop.  You know what that means—that meant that we 
could not keep up with the formation.  So then we were alone and some P-47s came 
up for an escort. 
 
T: American Thunderbolt fighter planes. 
 
L: Yes.  Good plane, by the way.  They came up for a while, but at that time they 
didn’t have wing tanks and they could only go so far and they had to leave.  Then one 
[German] plane came up and got us.  They came in at a thirty degree angle, so the 
tail gunner couldn’t get at him. 
 
T: Couldn’t turn his guns that far? 
 
L: That’s right.  Couldn’t turn the gun, and then they go right at you toward your 
wing so the top turret couldn’t get you and the lower guy couldn’t get you.  It was a 
weak spot.  In fact, I was firing at a plane and I fired a hole through my own 
horizontal stabilizer (chuckles).  We didn’t have that cutoff in the waist gun.  Every 
other gun had a cutoff. 
 
T: But the waist gun didn’t have that 
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L: No.  Not then. 
 
(1, A, 73) 
 
T: Now, how often, on missions before this day, had you used your guns? 
 
L: Just in practice.  We used to have low level flying.  Strafing type.  With low level 
with a B-17.  That was where people got sick sometimes.  Had to rush for something 
when they got down because they got sick.  You’re going like this and like that, firing 
and strafing.  Strafing practice.  Luckily we never had to do that [on a mission]. 
 
T: Did you use your guns on missions before this particular day?  On your first six 
missions did you ever fire at enemy planes, specifically? 
 
L: Oh, yes.  Oh, yes.  There were a lot of planes.  In fact, I saw a plane shot down right 
next to us.  One of our planes.  Started on fire.  Boy, you look down and watch it go 
down.  See how many parachutes are coming and so forth.  It’s a sad thing when you 
see one of your own planes shot down and you’re counting the number of 
parachutes. 
 
T: Yes.  And still, that was never going to be you? 
 
L: Yes.  That would never be me. 
 
T: From your perspective, Les, what was more of a threat on the seven missions that 
you flew, flak or German fighter planes? 
 
L: Flak.  We had sheets of metal that we stood on and they were kind of thick.  In the 
waist anyway.  So we didn’t think that flak was going to get us while we were 
standing on that metal.  But the ack-ack, what we called it from the planes, that’s 
what got me.  I was wounded here (points to neck) and in the back. 
 
T: You’re pointing on your neck there. 
 
L: Yes.  It was a glancing blow.  Like this and across the back.  The guy standing in 
the waist was the one that got killed.  Right next to me.  So I was lucky. 
 
T: What happened that morning?  I mean, your plane has been damaged by flak and 
you fall back and one plane made a pass at you, is that what it was? 
 
L: Yes.  The P-47s came with us for a while and they had to leave.  Nobody was after 
us then when they were there.  One plane.  I’m not sure.  I’ve been debating that.  I 
thought it was a ME-109 [Messerschmitt 109, single engine fighter plane] but it 
might have been that other one—it could have been an FW-190 [Focke-Wulf 190, 
single-engine fighter plane], or ME-109.  I’m not sure about that.  I think I gave a 
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different story to two different sources which it was.  I never got it verified.  I wasn’t 
that good on instant air recognition.  But I think it was an ME-109. 
 
T: So they fired at your plane while you were standing in the waist there. 
 
L: Oh, yes. 
 
T: What happens then?  I mean, that seems like something that happened very 
quickly. 
 
(1, A, 101) 
 
L: Oh, yes.  The engine caught on fire.  It hit one engine and put it out of business.  
Feathered the prop.  But there was some fire involved.  So then we had to rush down 
and try to put the fire out.  Of course, you’re by yourself then.  I was probably one of 
the last ones to parachute from the plane.  That ME-109 kind of followed me in my 
parachute and I thought he was going to shoot at me, but he didn’t. 
 
T: So in the plane, you got the order to bail out of the plane. 
 
L: Oh, yes. 
 
T: Before that time, how much time had you ever given to thinking about what it 
might be like to be a prisoner of war?  Before that day. 
 
L: Well, I didn’t think about the prisoner of war thing so much.  I just used to look 
out that window and say, “How in the world does anybody dare to bail out of one of 
these planes?”  We didn’t have any practice in bailing out.  No parachute practice.  
How does anybody ever bail out on that?  But when the time comes you don’t give it 
a thought.  You just do it. 
 
T: So you hadn’t thought before that day of what being a prisoner of war might be 
like? 
 
L: No.  Not really, no.  I had too much confidence.  I wasn’t going to be the one, I 
guess. 
 








T: Was that your last jump as well? 
 
Oral History Project: World War II Years, 1941-1946 - Les Meader 




T: So you’ve got one jump. 
 
L: One jump (chuckles).  Be perfect the first time. 
 
T: I guess so.  What was going through your mind, Les, as you’re descending towards 
the ground? 
 
L: Well, the first thing I do, I was watching my plane crash. 
 
T: You could see it below you? 
 
L: Yes.  You could feel it.  As I said earlier [before we began taping], I got caught on 
the door, and so I was hung up long enough so that the plane was close to the 
ground, and I watched it crash.  I didn’t know what it was that it crashed into.  It 
turned out to be a cemetery.  But I watched the plane crash, which was 
disheartening.  You can imagine.  Then the ME-109 kind of followed me in the 
parachute and I thought maybe he was going to shoot at me, but he didn’t.  And I 
landed, and I landed in a town. 
 
T: In the town.  From the newspaper article and photograph you showed me, the 




T: What altitude did you finally get out of the plane, do you feel? 
 
L: I think probably ten thousand feet. 
 
T: So you had some time coming down then. 
 
L: Yes.  Yes.  The plane was diving.  And we were probably…I didn’t know.  I don’t 
know the altitude.  It could have been nineteen thousand or eighteen thousand.  I 
know that you have to, when you bail out, you have to get oxygen.  You have to be 
below ten thousand feet.  So you have to wait.  You count one, two, three, four.  
Something like that.  I was hung up on the door, so I didn’t have to worry about that.  
By the time I [got out of the plane,] I didn’t have to worry about breathing oxygen. 
 
T: You had oxygen when you got out, because you were below ten thousand feet. 
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T: What’s going through your mind as you’re coming down in the parachute? 
 
L: I’ll tell you something.  It was kind of a funny thing.  The sun was shining.  
Absolutely quiet.  Beautiful day.  Peaceful.  And I’m going down there and looking 
down, and I was kind of peaceful about the whole thing.  It was a beautiful day and 
I’m coming down.  Slow.  It’s not that fast.  I landed.  Wondering what’s going to 
happen to me, of course. 
 
T: Were you wondering about that? 
 
L: Oh, yes!  You wonder.  I knew I was going to be a prisoner.  I was wondering if 
somebody was going to shoot me or what.  You didn’t know.  I landed in a field of—it 
must have been a plowed field of some sort, because it was soft.  And that 
parachute…it was such a calm day the parachute did not drag me very far, and I 
landed on bent knees and the ground was soft.  Nothing was hurt. 
 
T: It sounds like a pretty easy landing. 
 
L: Easy landing.  I had an easy landing. 
 
T: Had the Air Corps done anything to prepare you for, if you’re a POW here’s what 
you can expect?  Had you ever had a talk like that? 
 
L: Yes.  You’ve had talks about what you could not tell them.  You do not tell them 
what mission you were on.  You don’t tell them where your turning point was, initial 
turning point.  Where I was [in the plane], I didn’t know anyway.  I didn’t know the 
initial turning point.  That was the fliers, the pilots that knew that.  But not me.  I 
didn’t know any of that stuff anyway, so I didn’t have answers for the Germans 
anyway. 
 
T: The Air Force had told you basically what you can say and what you can’t say.  
You remember hearing that from them. 
 
L: Yes.  Yes. 
 
T: When you get on the ground there, how long was it between when you hit the 
ground and when the Germans got to you? 
 
L: Maybe fifteen minutes.  I landed right in this little town.  I don’t know whether it 
was that village or a little town further away where they [Belgian civilians] took me.  
They took me into a house.  There where I crashed.  The Germans were coming, but 
the Belgians came out and got me.  I got out of my parachute.  Interestingly enough, 
some of the women were hugging me.  Belgians…hated the Germans.  Glad to see us. 
 
T: So the civilians came up to you there. 
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L: Oh, yes.  Yes.  Women were grabbing me and hugging me and everything else.  I 
was wounded.  They took me in the house and called the doctor.  They had—what 
they put in the wounds were staples.  You didn’t feel it.  In the back.  So by the time 
the Germans got there, the bleeding was stopped anyway. 
 I wrote letters to the gal after the war and went out to see her after.  I was 
over there twice.  She was still alive.  She always claimed that she saved my life.  But 
she didn’t.  It was flesh wounds.  But a nice lady. 
 
T: So you had wounds, but not what we might call serious wounds. 
 
L: No.  No.  Flesh wounds.  But enough for a Purple Heart. 
 
T: Then the Germans arrived? 
 
L: Oh, yes.  They were on bicycles.  They were waiting for me, and all I know is that 
one of them said, (imitating German accent) “For you ze var is over.” (chuckles)  It 
wasn’t a soldier.  And then on their bicycles.  I’m not in handcuffs or anything like 
that, because we’re walking down the street.  They’re wheeling their bicycles and 
going through this little small town. 
I ended up sleeping—I don’t know where—in a hospital.  When we got to this 
hospital in Belgium, wherever it was, I was in the aisle because the hospital was full 
of people, and they were sleeping on a pallet or some straw or something in the hall.  
One of my crew was alongside of me.  We pretended we did not know each other.  
Then they got us up and we were gone to Frankfurt. 
 





T: So they basically took care of you and then moved you out. 
 
L: Yes.  It was a hospital.  It was a very good hospital. 
 
(1, A, 184) 
 
T: What was it like being face to face with the Germans there?  How would you 
describe your own feelings at that time?  You’ve got them right there in front of you 
now. 
 
L: Well, you have to worry about whether they’re going to shoot you or not.  Of 
course you’re worried about that. 
 
T: Did you worry about that? 
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L: A little bit, yes.  But at the same time, they were members of the Geneva 
Convention, just as we were.  So I wasn’t worried about them as much as I probably 
should have.  Another thing is, they treated Americans a lot better than they treated 
other prisoners of war, by a long ways. 
 
T: Yes.  Were you searched or questioned that first day? 
 
L: Oh, yes.  I was searched on the first day in this woman’s house where I was. 
 
T: So right away they searched you. 
 
L: Yes.  And what I did do, we had this emergency money.  We carried a little pouch 
in our flying outfit.  Francs, or something like that.  I don’t know how many francs.  
Sixty or so.  Maybe there were some little chocolate bars or something in there.  At 
that woman’s house, I gave it to her.  I took it and gave it to the woman because…  
The Germans came and searched for it, and I think they asked me where it was and I 
said, barracks (chuckles).  They had enough people shot down, so they knew they 
had them. 
 
T: When you were first captured, were you mistreated at all?  Roughed up by the 
Germans, mishandled in any way? 
 
L: No.  I will say this for the whole thing: I was never mistreated by a German.  For 
the prison camp or any of it.  I’m not saying that they didn’t mistreat other people, 
but not the Americans. 
 
(1, A, 218) 
 
T: To move ahead one step, you ended up at Dulag Luft, the interrogation facility by 
Frankfurt. 
 
L: Frankfurt.  Yes. 
 
T: How did they transport you there? 
 
L: I’m trying to think.  It seems to me that I went in a vehicle of some sort.  It wasn’t a 
bus, to that point.  (pauses three seconds) The train was afterwards.  From that place 
to the prison camp, I was on a train then. 
 
T: Right.  But to get to the interrogation facility… 
 
L: I was in a vehicle of some sort. 
 
T: By yourself?  Other Americans with you, or just you? 
 
L: Just me, on that one. 
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T: By your own account, you spent about seven days at the Dulag Luft interrogation 
facility. 
 
L: I would think so, yes.  About seven.  I think they kept our navigator and people 
that know more a little bit longer than that, from what I learned later in the war 
from these people.  But it was only a week.  And I didn’t know that much. 
 
T: Were you questioned there? 
 
L: Oh, yes. 
 
T: Talk about the questioning. 
 
L: The guy that questioned me all the time actually lived in America.  Spoke very 
good English.  But he was now with the Germans.  He probably had descent or 
something, and felt their war was just or something.  I don’t know.  Blond guy.  He 
was the questioner.  And I gave him kind of a hard time, I think. 
 
T: Was it just the two of you in the room? 
 
L: Yes.  They may have somebody looking in a secret place, I don’t know. 
 
T: But it’s the two of you in the room there? 
 
(1, A, 257) 
 
L: Oh, yes. 
 
T: How big is this room? 
 
L: Not very large. 
 




T: What kind of things does he ask you about? 
 
L: Well, what he was trying to find out, of course, was the mission itself, initial 
turning point, and all that sort of thing.  Which I didn’t know.  I really couldn’t tell 
him anything.  They asked you personal questions.  Whether you were married and 
things like that about the States, and how you came over and stuff like that.  I just 
told him I came over by boat, and I didn’t even remember the name of the boat. 
 
T: In a way, maybe it was good that you were only a left waist gunner. 
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L: That’s right.  That’s right.  I didn’t know what the navigator and the bombardier 
knew.  They went to the briefing meetings.  We didn’t. 
 
T: What kind of things did he want to know from you? 
 
L: Mostly it was, what base we were on and where it was.  I didn’t tell him that 
either.  Didn’t tell him anything actually.  I said, “You’re going to have to ask 
somebody else.” 
 
T: What did he do to intimidate you?  Anything? 
 
L: He didn’t do that.  We were held in this place in Frankfurt, and even the officers 
were there.  He would take you along and probably stop beside a closed door of 
where somebody else was.  “Well, Mr. Meader, glad you told me all that.”  I hadn’t 
told him anything, but what he was trying to do is get them to say well, Les has 
already told everything, so I might as well tell him too.  That’s what he was trying to 
do.  They were clever.  I saw through them, but…I was defiant to him too.  I just told 
him, “Your days are pretty soon over.”  I told him that. 
 
T: Did you feel a little scared talking like that to them?  I mean, after all, they’re in 
the power seat here, right? 
 
L: No.  I wasn’t scared talking to him. 
 
T: Why not? 
 
L: You’re young.  As I said before, you don’t think anything real bad is going to 
happen to you.  You’re not going to get in a firing squad, because of the Geneva 
Convention. 
 
T: So you thought you understood the limits of what the Germans could do. 
 
L: Yes.  Yes.  I mean, they were members of the Geneva Convention too.  It’s not like 
Japan.  I would really hate to be there, because I knew people that were prisoners of 
the Japanese.  I knew one guy that was on the Bataan Death March for forty days.  A 
great golfer, by the name of Ace Gilbertson.  Lived right here in town. 
 
T: Now were you kept in a cell there at the interrogation facility? 
 
L: Yes.  We each had individual cells. 
 
T: So you were by yourself. 
 
L: By yourself.  Very small.  And you couldn’t see anything out of the window.  That 
was barred, and opaque glass or something that you couldn’t see through.  There 
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was a lot of cat and rat.  People stayed in there and played cat and rat and all that 
sort of thing. 
 
T: So you’re just sort of killing time until they talk to you. 
 
L: Yes.  And we were fed.  I can’t remember whether it was once a day or twice.  But 
it was bread and water.  Once in a while they would bring in a piece of meat of some 
sort.  That’s all I remember about that. 
 
T: And you were questioned how many times? 
 
L: Just about every day. 
 








T: So you get to know him, I guess, in a way. 
 
L: In a way, yes.  I don’t remember his name or anything.  And there were also 
sometimes during the questioning, outside of that place in that room would be some 
other brass there.  German brass. 
 
T: So he wasn’t just the only German in the room sometimes. 
 
L: Sometimes.  Not in my room, but where they would take you around and they let 
you sit in a bigger room once in a while and question you.  If I’m remembering 
things right. 
 
T: Was this a big place?  I mean, a lot of different buildings or different hallways that 
you remember walking. 
 
L: The hallways were big.  There were a lot of rooms in the place, apparently. 
 
T: Okay.  Now, from there you moved in a train, by your account, to Stalag XVII-B, at 
Krems, Austria. 
 
L: From the Frankfurt deal we went by train.  I always remember, we had a guard. 
 
T: Boxcar or passenger car? 
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L: Passenger car.  I had two guards, a young German soldier and an older German 
soldier. 
 
T: When you say young and older, what ages are we talking about here? 
 
L: I’m talking about a guy maybe fifty years old, and a guy maybe in his twenties. 
 
T: So somebody about your age maybe and one guy clearly older. 
 
L: Yes.  And the young kid was talking to me.  Was making signs and he’d go like 
this…ME-109…Thunderbolt.  It was a P-47.  They go like this, whsst! (laughing) 
 
T: Hand motions like one shooting the other one down. 
 
L: Yes.  The P-47 was always shooting the German plane down (laughs).  And the 
other German guard turned to him and said, “Schweinehund!” (chuckles) 
 
T: And you were traveling by yourself, or with other Americans? 
 
L: In that particular thing—I don’t know if you’ve ever traveled in Europe.  They 
have compartments where you travel. 
 
T: Right.  Usually have six.  Seats for six normally. 
 
(1, A, 348) 
 
L: Yes.  And there were two guards and myself in that one. 
 
T: No other Americans with you? 
 
L: No.  None in that thing.  They took you separately. 
 
T: Were these threatening Germans, or not really? 
 
L: No.  I don’t remember anybody at that time threatening me for anything.  I don’t 
know.  I was always saying that, outside of food and stuff, we were never treated 
badly. 
 
T: You mentioned that once before.  So the same here, on the train. 
 
L: Yes.  I was never treated badly.  How they treated other people, I don’t know.  But 
I think they had a little respect for Americans.  I really do.  Or England or whatever. 
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L: Yes. 
 
T: By the information we have you arrived there around December of 1943. 
 
L: Yes.  I was shot down November 5 [1943].  By the time of the interrogation and so 
forth, it would be in December, yes.  Early December I would say. 
 
T: You went there by train.  Did you walk to the actual camp from the train station? 
 
L: It’s hard to remember. 
 
End of Tape 1, Side A.  Side B begins at counter 383. 
 
T: When you got into the camp and looked around, describe from your perspective 
kind of what the camp looked like. 
 
L: First of all, we had the big fences.  Barbed wire on top.  Guard towers on the 
corners.  They had a running track where you could exercise inside if you wanted to, 
and we used that.  Walking around.  Which was good.  Get you out of the barracks. 
The barracks, of course, were two levels.  The beds were a level here and a 
level on top.  Like bunk beds, only you had to be in shape to get up to the top one, 
really.  And you slept heel to toe with somebody on top. 
 
T: So two to a bunk. 
 
L: Yes.  And you slept that way.  When they wake you up in the morning they said, 
“Appell, Appell!” [German: “roll call, roll call!”] 
 




T: And what was that like? 
 
L: We all had to march out and stand in line.  In groups.  They would call the roll.  
You’d have to say, “here.”  They would be checking off everything. 
About once every three months you had a haircut and you went into a 
delousing place.  About every three months.  You got into this place.  You didn’t 
know if you were going…afterward I thought, I kind of thought, we could have been 
gassed without knowing it.  But we went in there.  You stood there and you’re 
undressed.  They have this gas coming in that deloused you if you had any.  Never 
bothered by that. 
 
T: That was my question.  I’ve heard guys talk about all kinds of different bugs.  Lice 
and fleas and stuff and bed bugs.  How about yourself? 
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L: I never had that problem.  I don’t know.  Didn’t have that problem there. 
 




T: Now the roll calls you mentioned were a daily thing.  Let me ask you about the 
German guards.  What kind of men were they?  Younger?  Older? 
 
(1, B, 408) 
 
L: We had mostly older guards that weren’t fit for service at the front or anything.  
They weren’t mean to us or anything else. 
 
T: But older guys. 
 
L: Older guys, yes.  They were all right.  We got to know their name.  We’d give 
them—I forgot the name of the guy—but it was a German name.  But he would call 
roll call, Appell, and you’d go out and stand.  Whether it was raining or not you had 
it.  You didn’t have to stand out there a while unless there was an inspection of some 
sort.  Every once in a while you’d have people from, whatever their top figures were, 
they would come around. 
 
T: Into the camp there. 
 
L: Yes.  Yes.  I’d like to tell you this as aside line, they had a big general of some sort 
coming into the barracks one time and nobody stood up.  Nobody saluted (chuckles).  
The Americans, you know.  And I’ll tell you another interesting thing we had—
because of radio operators, we had news from the front.  Where the front was and 
where the Russians were and everything.  We had a big map in our barracks 
showing the fronts come together.  The guards used to come in to see how the war 
was going. 
 
T: The news.  Where did you get the news? 
 
L: You had cigarettes in your package and so forth.  They would trade with the 
guards.  They could speak German or something.  And they traded for, they’d get a 
crystal.  Build your own radio. 
 
T: Now you were part of this, or you saw this, or you heard about it? 
 
L: No.  I knew someone in our barracks.  Our barracks was the place where they 
came and got the news.  I don’t know who was doing it.  They spoke German.  They 
traded what they wanted with the cigarettes.  We got Red Cross parcels once in a 
while.  If you didn’t smoke, you traded cigarettes to them.  They loved American 
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cigarettes, the Germans did.  They’d trade for things to make a radio.  Sneaking it in 
there. 
 
T: So the German guards were people you could talk to. 
 
L: Oh, yes.  If they spoke English.  But we had a lot of people right in the barracks 
that could speak German.  Some of them might have been spies for all we know.  
Might have been put in there by the Germans.  You never know. 
 
T: Did you worry about that? 
 
L: I didn’t until I saw the movie Stalag XVII.  Never thought about it until then. 
 
(1, B, 434) 
 
T: So you never thought about it, you didn’t worry about whether there were people 
either German spies or American traitors in your barracks there. 
 
L: No.  No. 
 
T: And they were all Americans in your barracks? 
 
L: Yes.  All Americans. 
 
T: Were you with any members of your own crew in your barracks? 
 
L: No.  They had another enlisted man.  He was a ball turret gunner.  Was in a 
different barracks.  I visited him.  He visited me. 
 
T: So you knew him going in there. 
 
L: Oh, yes.  Oh, sure. 
 




T: Did you find you made friends easily with people in your barracks? 
 
L: Oh, absolutely. 
 
T: How does that go?  Here you’re in a room with a bunch of new guys now. 
 
L: The first story you hear: “There we were at twenty thousand feet and something 
happened.”  Everybody’s telling their own story of how they crashed or how the 
plane went down.  So it was kind of funny for a while. 
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T: You have a shared experience, it sounds like. 
 
L: Oh, yes. 
 
T: You’re all there because of something that happened. 
 
L: Yes.  We’d learn from them what base they were in.  There seemed to be a lot of 
people from the 100th Bomb Group there for some reason or other.  That was 
supposed to be the elite bombing group, you know, the 100th.  You’d talk among 
yourselves.  What we’re doing, where you trained and so forth. 
 
T: How many guys were in your particular room?  Because there’s different rooms in 
the barracks, right? 
 
L: I think they had, like a XVII-A and a XVII-B, and in the middle was a washroom 
and not exactly showers.  They didn’t exactly have showers, but you washed out of a 
big basin there.  Cold water turned on twice a day or something like that.  They were 
saving on water too.  You tried to keep as clean as possible.  If you happened to have 
a razor, you could shave. 
 
T: Did you have one? 
 
L: Well, yes.  We had one.  I don’t know why, how I happened to have one.  But 
everybody seemed to have a razor.  I imagine it was in that packet they had down 
here in their flying suit. 
 
T: The one you got rid of? 
 
L: Yes.  But anyway, we could shave.  But most of the time you didn’t shave very 
often.  What the heck, you might as well let it grow.  Let the hair grow a little bit until 
they cut it off. 
 
T: You had haircuts every so often you mentioned, right? 
 
L: Yes.  Delousing and haircuts.  One guy on my side—I never knew why they didn’t 
notice this.  We hid under a barracks when that deal came one time.  We hid under a 
barracks.  Underneath was sandy.  They couldn’t see us.  So here all these guys get 
haircuts.  Here we are.  The only two guys in camp that had long hair yet. 
 
(1, B, 462) 
 
T: Why did you try to avoid getting a haircut? 
 
L: Rebellion.  And you would think that the Germans would say something.  Here I 
am.  The rest of them were practically shaved.  Here I am with a full head of hair and 
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another guy with a full head of hair in our barracks.  Nothing was ever said.  Except 
for our own guys.  How come you guys didn’t get a haircut? (chuckles)  Rebellion, 
you know.  You didn’t want to make it easy for them.  That’s for sure. 
 
T: To kind of follow that thread, were there other ways that you tried or found to do 
that?  To sort of make things difficult. 
 
L: Like I say, you hide under the barracks.  They’d hunt you down finally.  Roll call.  
Things like that.  There’s nothing much.  The senior officers of the German army 
come in, you wouldn’t even stand up, salute.  Little things that made them think we 
weren’t very good soldiers.  They thought we were terrible soldiers. 
 
T: Now, you were a noncommissioned officer, right? 
 
L: Yes.  I was a staff sergeant at the time. 
 
T: So no work details. 
 
L: No work details. 
 




T: How did you pass the time on a daily basis? 
 
L: The fact of the matter is, I used to play games.  Believe it or not, I learned how to 
play bridge. 
 
T: You couldn’t play before? 
 
L: No.  My wife knew how to play.  When I got home I surprised her by knowing how 
to play bridge.  And we had cribbage boards.  I don’t know where they got them.  
Played a lot of cribbage, and I was good at cribbage.  I knew how to play that before I 
went in.  They played poker, cribbage.  They even played poker for food. 
 
T: So there was some gambling going on in these games.  These were really serious 
card games? 
 
L: Oh, yes!  The fact of the matter is, the cards were so old, I think you could read the 
back of them.  But if you weren’t…poker, I got out of that in a hurry, because I lost 
some food one time.  Because that’s all you had to bet.  You didn’t have any money.  I 
had to get out of that game.  But we had some cribbage. 
 
(1, B, 485) 
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T: So you played a lot of cribbage, bridge.  Some poker until you lost some food.  
Were there any outdoor sports that you remember? 
 
L: We had in our barracks, for example, a pole with a square box of sand on one end 
and a square box of sand on the other end of the pole for weight lifting.  So they had 
some physical exercise.  People kept in pretty good shape.  Of course, you weren’t 
being fed much.  I think I weighed 185, and down to 135 or something like that 
when we got out of there. 
 
T: Do you remember any kind of soccer or baseball equipment? 
 
L: They did have some baseball games.  But most of it was soccer, where you hit the 
ball with your head or whatever.  And there were some pretty good guys.  Pretty 
good at that there.  And once in a while they’d have football.  Which I loved.  Pass 
football. 
 
T: Football.  So there’s things being supplied for recreation. 
 
L: From the Red Cross, I think. 
 




T: It sounds like that the Germans were allowing things to be provided. 
 
L: Oh, yes.  And they had church services.  The barracks would go.  I don’t know if it 
was one pastor or what it was.  What religion it was. 
 
T: They had chaplains there though. 
 
L: Chaplains, yes.  And they had a library.  You could get books that were old.  I used 
it.  Something to read.  I’m a reader anyway.  To this day I read a lot.  It might be 
fiction, but I read a lot.  You could get them and read them over and over again 
(chuckles). 
 
T: So there was no lack of things to do there. 
 
L: No.  It was still boring, but you could get along.  You got to know people from 
different parts of the country. 
 
T: Did you make, what you might call, close friends in camp? 
 
L: Yes.  Yes.  Yes, we did.  After the war, of course, they all go home and you write to 
each other for a while, and then that kind of fades away.  You know how that is. 
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T: The friends you made in camp, how important was it to have good friends in 
camp? 
 
L: You know, I’ve always said that you have to have friends, and through life you 
have to have a sense of humor.  Without a sense of humor you might as well die.  
That’s my motto and my way of thinking all my life.  You have to have some humor.  
[Without that I figure you might as well be dead.]  There was a lot of jokes told. 
 
T: Did you have a good sense of humor then, Mr. Meader? 
 
L: Oh, yes.  I’ve always had a sense of humor.  And then another thing we did, I 
happen to have a hobby of songs, old songs.  And I would sing in my barracks.  And 
the guys would come over and listen.  Be quiet and listen.  I wasn’t a very good 
singer.  One guy came up and he said, “Your voice isn’t so good, but I sure like the 
songs you’re singing.” (laughs) 
 
(1, B, 521) 
 
T: You weren’t ashamed to sing either. 
 
L: No.  No.  I would sing in there.  I’ve always done that.  My parents, when I was 
young, used to get madder than heck at me. 
 
T: For singing? 
 
L: I’d be singing at five o’clock in the morning when they’re trying to sleep. 
 
T: To pick up on that.  You had a sense of humor and you managed to keep that 
sense of humor. 
 
L: Oh, yes.  Absolutely.  Without that, I figure you might as well be dead. 
 
T: How do you think that helped you on a daily basis? 
 
L: Because you can make…things would come up that would strike you funny or 
somebody would say something that’s backwards or whatever, and you’d comment 
on that and start laughing and then everybody would start laughing. 
 
T: Let me ask you about the food.  What kind of food was supplied by the Germans? 
 
L: They had a kind of—it took four guys to carry the buckets in. 
 
T: So it was prepared somewhere else and you went to get it? 
 
L: Yes.  In a great big barrel-like thing.  And it took two guys on each side to carry 
this into a barracks. 
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T: So you went to a central place to get it. 
 
L: Yes.  And then they’d bring it into the barracks and then you’d have your mess kit, 
and you’d eat it that way.  It was mostly soup.  A lot of maggots in it.  I didn’t eat the 
first week, because of the maggots.  Then I understand nowadays, heck, maggots are 
good for you. 
 
T: So you kind of learned to eat what was provided? 
 
L: Yes.  Yes.  I didn’t eat for a week, but then after that you had to eat.  You got used 
to it, so it wasn’t too bad.  And that bread.  When the bread was fresh it tasted so 
good.  Even if it was made with mostly sawdust, it was good. 
 





T: And how many meals a day?  How many times did you fetch hot food? 
 
L: I think once a day.  (pauses three seconds) Yes, once a day.  Coffee, we made coffee.  
But only fed once a day, if my memory serves me right. 
 
(1, B, 552) 
 
T: It’s your memory.  Now, you mentioned Red Cross parcels once.  How often do 
you remember getting those? 
 
L: It started out that we would get one every week.  And later, then you would split.  
The next thing is, two guys had to eat out of that parcel.  Then three guys.  Then four 
guys.  Then five guys.  So it got to the point where there wasn’t much for anybody.  
You’d have, you’ve got Spam in there and coffee and a little cheese. 
 
T: Has the powdered milk in there and cigarettes? 
 
L: Yes.  Yes.  If you didn’t smoke cigarettes you traded that for some of the food. 
 
T: Were you a smoker then? 
 
L: I smoked a pipe.  A corncob pipe.  I would take the cigarettes and I would crumble 
up a cigarette and put it in the pipe. 
 
T So those weren’t something you were going to trade.  Your cigarettes. 
 
L: No.  Because I smoked it in the pipe.  I haven’t smoked in many, many years. 
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T: Did the amount of food supplied by the Germans also change as the war went on? 
 
L: Oh, yes.  They were not getting much to eat themselves.  And of course, I think, 
and I’m not sure of this, I think that they probably started taking some of the Red 
Cross parcels too.  They needed food themselves.  I’m sure.  Because, as I say, it got 
be so you’d have eight guys try to share that one parcel. 
 





T: Religion came up a few minutes ago.  You mentioned church services.  Would you 




T: Is going to church something that you did at all or not? 
 
L: I was baptized and went to church when I was here [in Minnesota growing up].  It 
wasn’t a big thing though. 
 
T: And in prison camp do you remember going to church at all? 
 
L: Yes.  I went to a few services and I also…they had a guy there.  They had classes if 
you wanted to attend.  Didn’t cost you anything.  There was a lawyer giving talks on 
law.  I was always interested in law.  The fact of the matter is, I regret that I didn’t go 
to law school.  I listened to him.  Of course, it got boring because of the way they 
presented it.  They’d say these defenses and all that sort of thing.  I got sick of it.  I 
wanted to get to the meat of the thing.  They had those little things there. 
 
T: So people who had subject knowledge could give talks. 
 
L: Yes.  They would let you do that. 
 
(1, B, 587) 
 
T: That’s something else again.  There’s a whole range of things that you could do to 
kill boredom. 
 
L: Right.  Yes.  Like the books they had.  They had a few books there.  I probably read 
the same book maybe ten times by the time I got out of there.  But they had some. 
 
T: From your perspective, in your barracks or in the camp in your building, how well 
did prisoners get along with each other? 
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L: You got into cliques, but everybody got along.  There was some Jews in our camp.  
Some guys didn’t get along with them.  I remember a friend of mine knocking one of 
them out.  The Jewish fellow, for some reason or other, was trying to hog the food.  
In our room.  In the big room.  Was trying to grab too much of the stuff that came or 
something.  This one guy complained [that] the Jewish guy was taking it and wasn’t 
paying any attention to anybody else.  This guy just cold cocked him.  Other than 
that, no.  That was the only time that ever happened.  And I wrote to that guy.  It was 
Vaughn something.  Lived in Grand Rapids, Michigan.  I remember I wrote to him 
after a while.  For quite a few years.  (pauses three seconds) You get so you have 
certain friends in there.  You never met them before but… 
 
T: That’s right.  You said you didn’t know these guys. 
 
L: I didn’t know them, and there’s certain friends that you have.  I had a guy from 
Boston that all of a sudden was a friend of mine.  A guy named Flynn.  Stuff like that, 
you know.  Just talk to different people. 
 
T: You mentioned little cliques.  Did have a couple of friends that you would call 
your own clique? 
 
L: Yes.  There was five or six of us always got together. 
 
T: What brought you together?  What was it about these other guys? 
 
L: I don’t know.  It was just conversation, and all of a sudden we just happened to 
like each other, that’s all.  Maybe it was a sense of humor.  I don’t know.  A guy from 
Texas, a guy from Arizona.  And Boston.  You get a little cliques.  I think that’s true 
with everybody when you’re in large groups.  You get into cliques whether you’re 
going to a sales meeting or something.  You get into little groups.  And you get to 
know them, where they lived and what they did and everything else. 
 
T: Were there, at the same time, were there loners too?  People who didn’t really 
seem to belong to groups? 
 
(1, B, 622) 
 
L: There were some of those and I think some of them were…I wouldn’t say shell-
shocked, but I think they thought of being shot down or whatever they had more 
than the rest of us did.  Most of us thought well, that’s what happened.  You were 
here.  Make the best of it.  But some of them just couldn’t get over it.  Of course, 
everybody was lonesome.  Some guy that just got married or something.  He would 
be a loner for a while, just thinking of his wife and so forth. 
 
T: Were there guys, as you looked around, who seemed to handle being a prisoner, 
psychologically, better than other guys? 
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L: Oh, yes.  Absolutely.  I could handle it.  A lot of people could handle it, actually.  
You got used to it.  And after all, you’re in the military. 
 
T: How did that make a difference do you think? 
 
L: You knew that this could happen.  You think it’s not going to happen to you, but 
when it does then you kind of adjust to the fact that you’re in the military.  It’s part 
of war. 
 
T: How much did being young make a difference?  I mean, you were twenty-three. 
 
L: You have a sense of not thinking that nothing bad is going to happen to you.  I said 
it before.  I’ll get out of this. 
 
T: So you’re a prisoner of war, but no big deal. 
 
L: Well, it’s a big deal, but you’re not…you’re there. 
 
T: In the camp, did you write regularly? 
 
L: Yes.  You got two postcards and a little letter thing about that big (hand motions, 
making envelope size) that you could send out every month.  Once a month.  I’d write 
to my wife.  I was married.  I think she saved some of those things for a while, too.  
Whatever I said that the Germans didn’t like they blacked out (chuckles).  Because 
everything you wrote they proofread. 
 




T: Did you write to them as well? 
 
L: Oh, yes.  If I got enough of them.  Mostly to my wife.  And then she would share it 
with them too. 
 
T: Did you get post or get packages as well? 
 
L: Yes.  I think in eighteen months I got one package from home, and most of that 
was pipe tobacco and stuff like that. 
 
T: So you got a package. 
 
L: Yes.  Yes. 
 
T: How about letters or postcards? 
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L: Yes.  I got letters.  But that too was…you’d go out and there would be a mail call 
and you hoped for mail, letters from home.  Once in a while your name would be 
called.  What a thrill!!  A lot of stuff that they mentioned might be crossed out, too.  I 
don’t know why.  I suppose that there was…but anyway, you got a letter.  That was 
the main thing.  And you cherished that letter. 
 
T: I’m hearing you say that whatever was in there was still valuable. 
 
L: Oh, absolutely.  Absolutely.  Yes. 
 
(1, B, 668) 
 
T: If it’s just kind of chatter that you’re writing and getting, what is the value of the 
letters for you? 
 
L: You feel that you’re closer to home.  They would mention that this person did this, 
and this person did that, and the letter was personal.  Then your wife would say, I’m 
attending these classes or going to this school or something.  My wife worked, and 
she mentioned where she was working and so forth. 
 




T: You spent a couple of winters at XVII-B, 1943-44 and 1944-45.  Were winters any 
more difficult than the summer months? 
 
L: You know, actually, it was more difficult.  They did not have as much snow as we 
have here.  It did not get as cold as it does here in Minnesota.  It wasn’t that bad.  Of 
course, you had clothing.  So you could still run if you wanted to, or get out and walk 
or whatever. 
 




T: So if you were inside it was still pretty cold. 
 
L: Yes.  It was cold.  You had your own blanket, a regular GI olive drab blanket.  You 
used that.  Nobody got undressed to go to bed.  Whatever you were wearing, you 
just put the blanket over and you went to bed.  That’s all. 
 
T: Did you have to worry if you left personal possessions around that they would be 
stolen?  Lifted by somebody else? I mean, you talked about food and cigarettes being 
valuable.  Could you trust people to leave your stuff alone? 
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L: I trusted them, but I never had anything stolen.  I think when you get a group of 
people like that, I think the majority of them in those circumstances are honest. 
 




T: So in a sense, if there were bad eggs, they were the minority. 
 
L: They were a minority.  Yes. 
 
T: The war continued to go badly for the Germans while you were there.  What kind 
of news did you have about really how badly it was going and how close the 
Russians were? 
 
L: As I said, in our barracks we had a map and it showed the Russian front and the 
American front.  And they had little pins and so forth stuck in there showing how 
they were.  As I said, the German guards, not knowing anything, came over to see 
how the war was going. 
 
T: So you were the source of news for them, ironically enough. 
 
L: Yes.  That’s right.  Especially the last six months.  The guards knew they were 
going to lose too, as far as that’s concerned. 
 
T: The camp was evacuated there the beginning of April, 1945.  How much advance 
warning did you have that the camp was going to be evacuated? 
 
(1, B, 720) 
 
L: One day. 
 
T: Were there rumors before that, Mr. Meader, of what might be going to happen? 
 
L: About marching? 
 
T: Yes.  I mean about evacuation at all? 
 
L: No.  No.  All of a sudden it’s, “Raus!” [German: out!] and get your stuff, and let’s go. 
 
T: Could you hear the war coming?  I mean, in a sense hear artillery or shelling? 
 
L: No.  No.  See, we were in a mountainous area.  There were mountains on just 
about all sides.  So we couldn’t see anything.  One of the signs that we had, a lovely 
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sign, a P-38 [Lightning, American single-engine fighter plane] came over our camp.  
Everybody looked at it. 
 
T: Of course, you can read that as being the Allies were getting closer, right? 
 
L: Oh, yes.  Yes.  Yes, they were.  They probably didn’t even know we were there, but 
this meant that the Germans were being defeated really.  Because we had air 
superiority then. 
 




T: Did people, did you sense around you a feeling of optimism as it looked like it was 
getting worse and worse for Germany… 
 
L: Yes.  Although I will have to say that we were always optimistic about the war.  
We knew we were going to win the war. 
 
T: Talk about that.  I mean, one could really feel that it might be hard to be optimistic 
in this situation. 
 
L: One thing we did know, all of us knew, was the capability of the United States of 
America for production.  There is no country that could beat the production of 
America.  Quick.  And we knew that.  We knew that they could build those airplanes 
so fast and get it working and get bombing the vital parts and so forth that…and 
actually, this happened.  The Germans were out of oil.  All that sort of thing, because 
of the bombing. 
 
T: It slowly had the effect that the Americans wanted.  That’s right. 
 
L: And we weren’t generals or anything in that camp, you understand. 
 
T: You really didn’t need to be to feel that you could…fewer Red Cross packages, less 
food, etc.  There were signals coming. 
 
L: Oh, sure. 
 
End of Tape 1.  Tape 2, Side A begins at counter 000. 
 
T: XVII-B is evacuated, and by your statement, there was very little warning.  It was 
kind of, pack your stuff.  How did people around you in your room, or you, yourself, 
kind of take the news that the camp is going to be evacuated?  This has been your 
home for a year and a half. 
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L: We knew the Russians—as I said, we had a map there.  We knew the Russian 
front.  We were going away from the Russians. 
 
T: Was that a good thing or a bad thing? 
 
L: Good thing.  I mean, we didn’t care, but we wished the Russians got there because 
they were our Allies. 
 
T: But evacuating the camp was…it’s going to certainly mean an enormous change in 
the kind of daily routine you’ve had.  Did that worry you at all? 
 
L: Not really.  You’re young and you kind of welcome the change. 
 
T: So getting out of the camp…you’ve been cooped up in the camp for a while too. 
 
L: Yes.  And we marched.  There was four thousand of us.  And we marched in 
groups of five hundred. 
 
T: So they break that down into smaller groups.  And eighteen days is what you 
remember the marching being. 
 
L: Yes.  Through Austria. 
 
T: On the march there, what did the Germans do as far as feeding this large group of 
men? 
 
L: Not too much.  I remember at one stop digging into a manure pile, an old one.  
Digging in there and getting some—I don’t know if they called them turnips or 
rutabagas or—I remember taking that and washing it off, peeling it and eating it 
raw.  Couldn’t talk for a week, it was so strong.  But it was something to eat. 
We parked, our particular group anyway, would park in a barnyard once in a 
while and we had expert Southerners there, and some of them would sleep in the 
barn.  Some people from the South were expert chicken thieves.  So all of a sudden 
they would have chickens and eggs when we were marching.  We’d have the farmer 
going and shaking his fist at us as we left.  Some of the Southern guys, stealing 
chickens was easy for them. 
 




T: And overnights.  Where did this train of men stop?  Were there barns, were there 
fields?  Where do you remember… 
 
L: Fields or barns, yes.  Farmyards.  Someplace where there was water.  Men had to 
relieve themselves.  So they could relieve themselves in woods or whatever. 
 
Oral History Project: World War II Years, 1941-1946 - Les Meader 
Interview © 2005 by Thomas Saylor  31 
 
T: How was your health by this time? 
 
L: I lost a lot of weight, but I actually was in good shape.  It didn’t hurt me any.  Heart 
murmur didn’t get any worse.  I’ve had much more trouble since then (chuckles). 
 
T: How about dysentery or diarrhea, particularly while you were on the march here?  
Is that starting to get to you? 
 
L: When you’re talking about diarrhea, the only way you can get it is if you get a lot 
to eat.  And we didn’t have that much. 
 
T: You weren’t getting that much to eat, true. 
 
L: No.  No.  When you first were captured you probably had a daily bowel 
movement.  After a while if you had one a week you were…because you didn’t get 
enough to eat. 
 
T: You mentioned you lost close to fifty pounds or something by the time you were 
released. 
 
L: I was down to 135, yes. 
 
T: While you were marching, do you remember walking through any cities or 
towns? 
 




T: Encounter any civilians while you went through there? 
 
L: We had people shouting and cursing us.  In some towns.  Some towns we had 
people kind of cheering.  The Germans would get mad. 
 




T: Did you feel, oh, threatened at all by those people who were yelling and cursing at 
you? 
 
L: No.  No.  I think anybody that mattered were already in the service.  I’m talking 
about their parents and small kids and stuff like that. 
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T: As you’re going through these cities or towns, any chances to barter for food or 
ask for things or talk to people or… 
 
L: No.  You were not allowed to talk to the people much.  You were in groups of five 
hundred and you had guards walking with you.  So you didn’t have a chance to 
really…I suppose some people that talked German once in a while would say 
something. 
 
T: But for the most part you remember just kind of going through there. 
 
L: Yes.  Almost broke rank once.  There was a bad bunch of soldiers.  I don’t know 
whether the prisoners were Jewish or Serbian or what they were.  One guy was so 
skinny.  You couldn’t believe how skinny they were.  And he sagged to the ground 
and the German took a bayonet and ripped him up.  And we were so mad.  We 
almost broke ranks.  But it was just one guy. 
 
T: Is this part of your group or another group? 
 
L: Not our group.  It was another we met, coming the opposite direction.  This group.  
On the same trail.  With guards.  I don’t know if they were Jewish or Serbians.  I 
really don’t know.  But skinny.  We were fed better than they were, I’ll say that.  
Wherever they were.  And if they would sag, they would be bayoneted.  They 
became a burden then.  I don’t know if they had a truck or something pick them up 
later or not.  There were other people that were not treated well.  That’s for sure. 
 








T: Did you ever see Allied aircraft while you were marching? 
 
L: Yes.  There was a P-38, for example, we saw that.  You know this is getting 
towards the end of the war.  In fact, we were on the march when Roosevelt died. 
 
T: That’s April 12, 1945, so we can date that. 
 
L: Yes.  We were on the march and the German guards told us that he died. 
 
T: That’s a good way to kind of date things.  So you weren’t strafed at all or bombed 
by aircraft. 
 
(2, A, 68) 
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L: No.  No. 
 
T: Now marching along there, did it ever occur to you to try to escape from that 
column? 
 
L: Oh, yes, you would think about it.  And then you would look at where you were 
marching, through towns and wherever.  You knew you wouldn’t get very far.  What 
would you do?  You’re right in the middle of their country.  And not knowing how 
the people felt in that particular area, whether they would be nice or not.  You never 
know.  Some people were Hitlerites right to the end. 
 
T: So maybe the safer place to be was the column, marching?  
 
L: Yes.  I wasn’t worried about them doing anything, but the column was safe. 
 
T: How did you experience the end?  Your column was found by, or liberated by, 
Allied troops. 
 
L: First of all, we got to Braunau, Austria.  We were in the woods.  Braunau Woods.  
And the rain.  I don’t think we were there more than a week, about five days.  All of a 
sudden the German guards disappeared.  So they knew that [US General George] 
Patton’s 13th Armored Division was across the Inn River and coming.  That’s when I 
went out to a farmhouse and got a loaf of bread. 
 
T: Just by yourself? 
 
L: Oh, yes.  I didn’t threaten them or anything.  I just said—and I couldn’t speak 
German—I just said “bread.” 
 
T: And this is on the march or while you were at Braunau? 
 
L: While we were in Braunau.  We wanted something to eat and we knew, as I say, 
the guards disappeared.  So we went to a farmhouse.  It wasn’t threatened.  I just 
knocked on the door and asked for bread. 
 
T: By yourself or with other guys? 
 
L: I was by myself at the time. 
 
T: How did that exchange go? 
 
L: That went fine.  This woman—I suppose they were afraid.  I’m sure they were 
afraid.  I just asked for bread and she’d just baked some.  And I got a loaf of 
homemade bread.  And if that wasn’t like cake, I’ll tell you.  I was eating that sawdust 
bread, you know.  And I shared it, of course. 
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T: While you were marching or while you were at Braunau, were you pretty much 
with the guys who you would call your clique, or your friends from camp? 
 
L: Yes.  You ended up with them.  Sooner or later.  Yes.  Not marching so much 
but…because they knew who was in each group. 
 
T: What do you remember about that day the Americans found you? 
 
L: We were living in the Braunau Woods and, as I say, the guards had left a couple 
days before. 
 
T: You’re just kind of sitting there and waiting for something to happen? 
 
(2, A, 101) 
 
L: Yes.  And all of a sudden comes this Jeep with some good firepower behind them.  
They didn’t know we were there.  They come, and they didn’t know who we were.  
They had everything aimed at us.  So we talked American to them (chuckles).  You 
know, a few swear words.  All of a sudden, man! 
There was an aluminum plant there.  Empty.  It had been abandoned.  We 
were there that night.  Food was brought to us.  There was nothing to sleep on.  Bare 
floor.  But we were there.  We were released.  I mean, fed and everything.  Then 
trucks came and we were hauled toward Le Havre, France. 
 
T: Now, how did you get from that location to Le Havre, France.  That’s a long way.  




T: On the trucks?  That must have taken days. 
 
L: It did.  And we—I wish I had a picture of—we had a stopping point in between 
and I had a picture taken.  One of the guys at this aluminum factory where we were 
discovered a roll of film and a camera.  He took pictures.  He took pictures of the 
place where we were at.  After the war I got a copy of it someplace.  It was 
someplace where we were sitting. 
 
T: Now at Le Havre, France, I remember you mentioned before we started taping, 
that you met somebody pretty important.  This was at Camp Lucky Strike, right? 
 
L: Yes.  We were in a clothing line.  First of all we had something to eat.  Overate.  I’ll 
tell you that right now. 
 
T: Yes, how was your stomach handling all the food? 
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L: It wasn’t.  Everybody got sick.  We ate too much of what we hadn’t been eating, 
and all of a sudden this good food was there—food like hamburger, everything. 
 
T: They thought they were doing you well by feeding you, right? 
 
L: Yes.  And you ate too much and just about everybody vomited and so forth before 
the day was over.  I did.  Then we finally got to the clothing line.  There was a long 
clothing line.  And you’re picking out clothes.  We were in our scroungy clothes.  The 
fact of the matter is, I think they were British clothes that the Germans gave us.  
Blue.  Going through the line, and the camera started going.  A camera!  Kind of a 
hand[-held] deal. 
 
T: But moving picture film. 
 
L: Yes.  Moving pictures.  I says, “What’s going on?”  All of a sudden there was a hand 
on my shoulder.  “Take care of my boys here.”  I turned around and there was Ike 
[US General, later president, Dwight D. Eisenhower].  There were four stars staring 
me in the face.  I was chewing gum.  I couldn’t salute.  I was just stunned. 
 
T: I bet.  I mean, this was unannounced, right? 
 
L: Nobody knew he was there.  No.  No.  But he put a hand right on my shoulder and 
says, “Take care of my boys here.”  Didn’t know he was there.  I was wondering why 
that camera was going.  It was for him, of course. 
 
(2, A, 140) 
 
T: What was that like to meet someone like that? 
 
L: He asked us how we wanted to go home and everything—in comfortable 
conditions but slower, or in crowded conditions but faster?  We said we wanted to 
go home faster, in crowded conditions.  He said, “That’s the way you’re going to go 
home; so don’t tell your congressman that old Ike was mean to you.”  I’ll always 
remember those words. 
 
T: So you had a little personal interaction with him. 
 
L: Yes.  There were three or four of us talking to him there.  Just happened to be 
close to him when this happened.  Big smile on his face. 
 
T: He was already a politician, it sounds like. 
 
L: Oh, yes. 
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T: For our purposes, let’s move back to the United States.  Because you did take a 
ship back to the United States.  When you got back to the States, how soon was it 
before you saw your folks and/or your wife, Delores? 
 
L: We had to go to a camp in New Jersey, and I can’t remember the name of it.  It was 
like being drafted.  Everything… 
 
T: Camp Kilmer or one of those? 
 
L: Something like that.  Yes.  It’s been so long ago.  And we went to that camp and got 
fed and got some more clothing and went through, and actually I think you even 
took an IQ test again.  You were tested again.  Then you were allowed to call home.  
If you had any money, I guess (chuckles).  You were allowed to call home and tell 
them where you were.  We were there for a few weeks. 
 
T: Who did you call first, your wife or your folks? 
 
L: My wife.  Then we had to spend time there, of course.  If I remember right, you 
weren’t discharged there.  I had to go to Truex Field in Madison [Wisconsin]. 
 
T: You had to go to a separation center, for sure. 
 
L: Separation.  Truex Field in Madison is where I was.  That was an old airbase.  So I 
lived in Minneapolis and right away I would hitchhike home.  With a soldier’s 
uniform on you could get a ride, believe me.  That was joy.  You could go home for a 
weekend.  But you had to stay there.  Take all those tests again.  Then I was sent 
down to Miami Beach. 
 





T: That’s where I want to pick the story up here.  When you first saw your wife, who 
is Delores then, or your folks, how much did they ask you about your POW 
experience? 
 
L: Well, my wife and my father-in-law were waiting there.  In Minneapolis.  At Fort 
Snelling.  How I got there, I don’t remember.  But anyway, they were waiting for me.  
I was thin as a rail compared to what they were used to.  It was quite a deal.  So then 
I could spend time at home for a while.  Then we had to go to Florida, and my wife 
went with me. 
 
(2, A, 179) 
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T: When you first saw your folks and your wife, how much did they ask you about 
your POW experience? 
 
L: Oh, they asked me a lot, of course.  Oh, sure.  And my father-in-law had saved 
every newspaper about the war.  Headlines.  Prisoners of war, who was captured.  
All that sort of thing. 
 
T: Now, they asked you a lot questions, how detailed were those questions?  They 
wanted specifics? 
 
L: I don’t remember how detailed it was.  I just told them I was in the camp.  There 
was a lot of people.  As I say, I got letters from them once in a while.  I sent letters.  It 
wasn’t…we had occasions to get families together.  Whole bunch of them.  And talk.  
Fatten up and see friends. 
 
T: When you saw friends or when you talked to your folks, your wife, would you say 
you were pretty forthcoming with information about your POW experience? 
 
L: Oh, yes. 
 
T: So if somebody asked you a question, you’d tell them the answer. 
 
L: Oh, yes. 
 
T: Do you feel you held anything back or censored information to sort of keep from 
telling the tough parts? 
 
L: No.  I didn’t censor anything.  I told the truth.  Whatever.  That’s the only way to 
do anything. 
 
T: So if people asked you questions— 
 
L: I’d give them an answer. 
 
T: Now you went to Miami Beach, and you said your wife went along with you. 
 
L: Yes.  She could.  The Army paid.  Some of the best hotels, right on the beach there.  
My wife could come down.  I got meals free.  She paid thirty-five cents a meal and 
she paid a dollar a day for her part of the room.  Mine was free.  It was a good deal. 
 
T: Now, what was that about?  Was the Army, were they debriefing you there or 
giving you more tests? 
 
L: There was actually…a lot of records were lost.  I think I had to take a test again.  
You were debriefed and you had to answer a lot of questions. 
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T: Do you remember them at the army asking you questions about your POW 
experience?  What had you been through, where were you, etc. 
 
L: Oh, yes.  They’d ask that sort of questions.  They were well-versed in where the 
prison camps were and everything.  It wasn’t that tough; it was quite a vacation. 
 
T: So you remember that as a good time down there. 
 
L: Oh, yes.  Miami Beach.  Yes.  And a dollar a day for her.  Thirty-five cents for those 
great big meals.  All you wanted, three times a day.  Mess halls with German 
prisoners, POWs, waiting on us. 
 
(2, A, 219) 
 
T: What was that like? 
 
L: It was fine.  Boy, they were glad.  They were eating better than they ever ate at 
home. 
 
T: What was that like for you?  They’ve been your captors several months ago.  Now 
they’re serving you food. 
 
L: Didn’t think a thing of it.  Didn’t think a thing of it.  I mean, I thought, well, there’s 
some lucky Germans. 
 
T: Yes.  When you got out of the service, and you were discharged July 1945, so 
pretty quickly, you went to school, then kind of had a working life.  How often did 
you have dreams or even nightmares about your POW experience specifically? 
 
L: The only nightmares I ever had was falling through the air.  I think that was 
because of the parachute. 
 
T: So that was one thing that came back to you. 
 
L: Yes.  Just the parachuting.  It was kind of a funny dream.  I haven’t had it for years.  
But I’m parachuting and I’m turning black, like I’m burning.  That was the dream I 
had.  And I had it for several years.  Not often, but once in a while.  Of course, you’re 
glad to wake up. 
 
T: Is that a dream that would wake you up when you had it? 
 
L: No.  No.  No.  I’m a light sleeper anyway.  They tell me that dreaming is right 
before you wake up anyway.  I don’t know if that’s true or not, but that’s what they 
say.  You had dreams about things. 
 
T: Now, your prison camp experience, no images from that come back to you. 
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L: Not much. 
 
T: Did they ever after the war? 
 
L: No.  Not much.  That falling dream was the only one.  It was something in the past.  
And you’re young. 
 
T: Sometimes guys have dreams about combat experiences and sometimes not 
about their POW experience, and that’s kind of what we’re trying to separate out. 
The interview we’re having today, is this something that you feel you could 
have done any time after 1945? 
 
L: Oh, I could have. 
 
T: So you didn’t go through a time when you preferred not to talk about your POW 
experience. 
 
L: No, I didn’t have that thing.  That kind of a thing.  I even talked to schools. 
 
T: Really.  Pretty much when you came back? 
 
L: Not right away.  But I mean, the kids, all of a sudden the schools were aware of 
this.  So my kids were in third or fourth grade or something like that at the time and 
they wanted me to speak to the school, so I did.  The kids were really wrapped, I’ll 
tell you that.  Talking about the war.  Beyond them actually.  That was a long time 
ago. 
 
T: When you talked to the kids, did you talk more about being a gunner in an 
airplane or about being a POW? 
 
(2, A, 262) 
 
L: Gunner in an airplane.  Not so much POW. 
 
T: Were the kids interested in what you had to say? 
 
L: Oh, yes.  Oh, yes, they were.  They didn’t know much about the war anyway at that 
time.  So they were interested, yes. 
 
T: Was that an easy thing for you to do? 
 
L: It got to be easy.  The first time I was a little nervous.  You’re talking to kids.  I 
enjoyed it.  I wasn’t much of a…I did belong to the Toastmasters at one time, but I 
wasn’t that much of an oratorical phenomenon. 
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T: You were in sales though, so talking was your business, in a way. 
 
L: Yes.  Although in sales, I keep on telling one of my sons, you don’t always talk.  
You have to listen.  That’s sales for you.  It’s not me, it’s you. 
 








T: And how long ago did you join them? 
 
L: Oh, gosh.  Quite a while.  Quite a while ago. 
 
T: So you’ve been a member for a number of years. 
 
L: Oh, yes.  Yes.  And I belong to the 8th Air Force Historical Society.  I get that 
magazine all the time. 
 
T: How do you feel that American ex-POWs, what do you feel that organization’s 
been able to do for you? 
 
L: One thing they do is they give you…they have taps for people that died.  Once in a 
while you look in there and there’s a name you recognize, in the [monthly] Bulletin.  
And there are articles in there, good articles.  Unfortunately, now it’s not about 
World War II, it’s about Vietnam or something like that most of the time.  But I still 
get it and read it. 
 
T: The final question I have for you is this: what do you feel is the most important 
way that being a POW those eighteen months changed you as a person? 
 
L: As I said, we were young.  I don’t think it changed me at all.  My own feeling is, it 
was part of war.  And I was part of the war and I accepted what I did.  Proud of what 
I did.  Not mad at the Army.  Not mad at the Air Force or anything like that.  It was 
just part of the war.  Part of the deal. 
 
T: So you didn’t come home with a chip on your shoulder. 
 
(2, A, 303) 
 
L: No.  No.  I got back in time for one parade in Minneapolis that they had.  It was a 
big parade because it was the time that the Japanese war was over.  So everybody 
was celebrating.  No, I got back to a normal life.  Went through school on the GI Bill.  
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Made a lot of wrong choices of what I took at one time, and then I went to a trade 
school and got to do what I wanted. 
 
T: What would you say that your wife or your folks might have noticed different 
about you?  I mean, you were gone for close to two years, right? 
 
L: I was so skinny, of course.  I don’t think I had a chip on my shoulder.  I was just 
glad to get home.  I probably shouldn’t have been, but I was a little contemptuous of 
those people that didn’t have to serve.  A little bit.  I mean, they maybe 4-F 
[medically deferred from service].  A little bit contemptuous, but it didn’t last long.  
What the heck. 
 
T: You feel you were basically the same person on the back end of that as you were 
when you went over there? 
 
L: Oh, sure.  Personality hasn’t changed at all.  Still got a good sense of humor. 
 
T: I think you showed that today. 
 
L: Yes.  Everything is fine. 
 
T: Is that kind of the way you have gone through life, really thinking that things are 
okay?  You sound like an optimistic person, I’ll have to say. 
 
L: I never had any trouble getting jobs or anything like that.  Whether I liked it or 
not.  I worked in a warehouse one time and I hated it.  But never had any trouble.  I 
have lots of friends.  I’ve had friends…I’ve still got friends that I went to high school 
with, and I’m eighty-five years old. 
 




T: Now, you’ve been back to Belgium since the war.  When did you go back there?  
How long ago was that? 
 
L: I don’t think it was that long ago.  Seven, eight years ago.  Maybe not even that 
long.  I wish I had…the other group [of my crew] that thought I was dead, they had 
gone over there once before, and then all of a sudden, the Belgian people came over 
here.  And we met at my navigator’s house in Kentucky. 
 
T: So you had a chance to meet them first. 
 
L: Yes.  And they were great.  So then I got a chance to go to Belgium. 
 
T: What made you want to go? 
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L: Some of the other crew were going there.  Do you know that I still, at 
Christmastime, I still get some Belgian chocolate from one particular person?  From 
Belgium. 
 
T: No kidding.  Who is this person? 
 
(2, A, 361) 
 
L: Raoul.  That’s all I can remember right now.  His wife, Maria. 
 
T: And they send you stuff still, after all these years. 
 
L: We went over there and we could stay with anybody, but we stayed in a motel.  
These people were so good to us in Belgium.  You can’t believe it. 
 
End of Tape 2, Side A.  Side B begins at counter 364. 
 
L: I didn’t know them.  Had never met them.  We were treated so great.  There were 
big…in Belgium.  I’ve still got those somewhere around here.  An article and pictures 
of our crew and everything.  In Belgium.  We were treated so great, you can’t believe 
it. 
 
T: Mr. Meader, that’s the last question I have, so again I’ll thank you for your time 
here today. 
 
END OF INTERVIEW 
 
